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CHAPTER ONE


Rice Empire: Argan’s most densely populated nation; supports over a million souls on landstrip roughly three hundred leagues long and a hundred wide between Ashun Mountains and Central Ocean.


Population pressures relieved by mass marketing of slaves to Provincial Endergeneer (to the south) and wars with more lightly populated Harvest Plains (to the north).


Capital: Galtras Laven


Ruler: Lord Regan


Language: Geltic


* * *


In winter in Alliance 4324 Sean Sarazin was again wounded in combat. His latest injury began life as a slight scratch which threatened to heal without trace. However, by diligently rubbing it with salt, he won a scar which would mark his face for a lifetime.


He was intensely proud when girlfriends cherished his scar with delicate fingers and spoke in bated breath of the horror, the pain, the fear. The elegant Jaluba, who was somewhat more than a girlfriend, also admired it. Then made an extremely improper joke about a wound of her own.


Another thing happened that winter: Sean Kelebes Sarazin turned twenty-two. With youth now well and truly over, he wrote elegant, allusive lyrics about falling leaves, mortal flowers and death inevitable. Friends lauded his genius when he poeticised in tea shops and boulevard cafés.


In a more private place devoted to private places, Sarazin recited his poems to Jaluba also. Whereupon she, with a giggle, demanded poetry in praise of aspects of her anatomy which, though Sarazin admired their elegance, cannot be discussed with propriety.


There was wine on Jaluba’s breath when she made her demand. And wine on Sarazin’s also. Therefore, let wine be blamed for the fact that he complied with her wishes. Or tried to. In truth, the task proved difficult indeed, for he had no stock of appropriate images on hand.


When writing on love, battle or mortality one drew upon a hoard of hundreds of standard phrases. Such versification was almost effortless. But when Sarazin sought to extol Jaluba’s biology, only the witless obscenity of the coarser taverns came to mind. This he did not care to use.


“You will have to inspire me,” he said.


And Jaluba did her best to comply.


Sarazin sought inspiration in wine also, which led Lord Regan to remark on the following morn:


“You look somewhat drawn. What ails you?”


“Nothing serious, my lord,” answered Sarazin. “A slight touch of weltschmerz — nothing more.”


“Ah! Weltschmerz!” said Lord Regan. “I knew it well in my youth. But sorrow for the world is an abuse of talent which maturity avoids. After all, those in pain have chosen to suffer. Concern for such is an error.”


“It was but a trifling indulgence, my lord,” said Sarazin. “I sorrowed in a poetical sense merely, not a political sense.”


“Good, good,” said Lord Regan.


The two were strolling in the Sunrise Gardens. Green grass. Blue sky. Warm sun. Winter snow on the heights of the Ashun mountains to the east. Sage age instructing youth. Was there a poem to be won from the occasion?


“Remember,” said Lord Regan, “that—”


A peacock screamed near at hand, and Lord Regan began again:


“Remember, we create ourselves. Always remember that. We have free will so we are entirely responsible for ourselves. Everything happens to us by our own choice. Never forget that.”


“I never will, my lord,” said Sarazin.


“In the final analysis,” said Lord Regan, “you can have whatever you want. You can be whatever you want to be. You can win whatever you want to win.”


“I believe it, my lord,” said Sarazin.


“Some people become victims,” said Lord Regan. “This only happens because they have a victim mentality. Feeling themselves to be victims, they behave in a way which makes them just that.”


“My lord’s wisdom is all-encompassing,” said Sarazin, truly impressed by the depth of Lord Regan’s philosophy.


Shortly thereafter, Lord Regan quit Voice and returned to his capital, Galtras Laven. But he left Sean Sarazin a birthday present. A sword of firelight steel forged on the island of Stokos. A blade so beautiful that Sarazin wept when he first set eyes on it.


Thereafter, he trained more fiercely than ever before. Working by candlelight deep in the night, sweating, panting, pleasurably fatigued, he admired himself in the magnificent mirrors which graced his quarters. He liked what he saw. Muscles glistening, scars menacing, blade glittering.


— Lord Regan was right.


— We do create ourselves.


Thus thinking, Sarazin strove to shape muscle and ability both. This he loved as much as boulevard delights or his hours of bliss with Jaluba, she of the honey-soft lips, the luxurious fur.


What he liked less was steadily mounting pressure from his tutor, Epelthin Elkin, who worked him harder than ever before, drilling him ruthlessly in the Galish of the Salt Road and the Churl of far-distant Selzirk. Dull, boring, tedious, repetitive work. Unendurable! Sarazin demanded explanations but got none.


Then his combat instructor, Thodric Jarl, announced that they would at last begin True Battle Training. Sarazin exulted, for this glamorous training would at least give him a break from scholarship’s rigours. Shortly, he exulted no longer. Here is an example of what he had to endure:


Armed with a shield almost too heavy to hold and an unwieldy blade of blunt bronze, clad in armour and a helm so massive he could scarcely see or hear, Sarazin was ordered into a waist-deep bog then left to defend himself against three aggressive thugs armed with sticks and clubs.


That particular exercise had to be called off when Sarazin tripped, fell, was swallowed by the bog’s oily mud, then found it impossible to surface because of the weight of armour oppressing him. He had nightmares about it for days afterwards.


Then, early in spring, Lord Regan returned to Voice to give Sarazin the most startling news of his life.


“You know,” said Lord Regan, “though you are not of my line, I look on you almost as a son.”


“My lord has always been generous,” said Sarazin.


“I had ... I must confess, I had plans for you. Yet it is not to be. Certain internal political pressures make it impossible for you to remain within my realm. I am returning you to Selzirk.”


That news left Sarazin incapable of speech.


Once he had gathered his wits he asked:


“My Lord ... might I know the nature of the pressures which have forced this decision?”


“Alas!” said Lord Regan. “That I may not speak of. Not here. Not now. But this I promise you: all will become clear to you in the fullness of time.”


When Lord Regan again departed for Galtras Laven, Sarazin’s instructors drove him all the harder. He would leave for Selzirk early in summer, so had but a single season to prepare himself for the challenges awaiting in the city of his birth.


At first, Sean Sarazin despaired. He loved life in Voice, the elegant three-aqueduct city where he enjoyed popularity, prestige, luxurious quarters and (the world would be well lost for such a woman) Jaluba’s charms. In Selzirk he would be alone, lonely, totally isolated, without friends, without income, in a filthy foreign city which spoke an alien language.


“Cheer up!” said Thodric Jarl. “Your mother rules in Selzirk.”


“Yes,” said Sarazin, “but the Constitution of the Harvest Plains says—”


“What are you?” said Jarl. “A lawyer? Test your ability and see where it gets you.”


“Easy for you to talk!” said Sarazin bitterly. “You’re not being sent into exile.”


“No,” said Jarl. “I’m not. But I’m coming regardless.”


“You — you can’t!” said a much-startled Sarazin. “What could I offer? I could scarcely pay you. My mother might find you a position, but I couldn’t guarantee it.”


“I’m a mercenary,” said Jarl, “but I’m loyal to those who deserve loyalty. You’re not much yet, but I see great things for you, Sean Sarazin. I’ll chance my fate with yours.”


Jarl gave but little praise and that seldom. So this open-hearted declaration made Sean Sarazin dizzy with glorious pride. When Epelthin Elkin declared that he too would go north, Sarazin’s ego knew no limits. He must really be something to have won the loyalty of two such men.


However, Sarazin never thought to tell Jarl that Elkin was to accompany them to Selzirk. Elkin already knew all about Jarl, but Jarl had to find out about Elkin the hard way.


* * *


Jarl and Elkin first met in the gravel-strewn Great Square where horses were being readied for their departure from Voice.


“Who are you?” said the bulky-bearded Rovac warrior, his manner as blunt as his sword was sharp. Mark that he wore that sword in public in open defiance of the law.


“My name,” said the old scholar, whose beard was as grey as Jarl’s but wisp-frail in comparison, “is Epelthin Elkin. Sarazin’s tutor.”


“You’ll find him fair lettered already,” said Jarl. “An old servitor has learnt him his books, while I’ve taught him the more important things myself. Where is the rest of Selzirk’s embassy?”


“You mistake my identity,” said old man Elkin.


His arms were folded, hands warm-muffed by the voluminous sleeves of a gorgeous green and purple robe which fell almost to his open-weave sandals.


“If you’re not a tutor,” said Jarl, standing arms akimbo, feet shoulder-wide, “what are you? A pox doctor? In that case—”


Abruptly, Jarl broke off, slapped a horse fly, then swore at slaves seen overloading baggage animals. Then went to kick arse, boot-crunching across the gravel as if he had twelve leagues or more to cover by sunset. Slaves fell to their knees in fear.


“Sir,” said the slavemaster, intervening on behalf of his charges. “It’s not their fault. We don’t have enough pack horses.”


“What’s this rubbish, then?” said Jarl, kicking at a heap of goatskin travel bags.


“Those belong to Sarazin’s tutor, the old man Elkin.”


“By the knives!” exclaimed Jarl. “Why so much baggage? He should have left this rubbish in Selzirk. Anyway — it came with the embassy, it can go back with the embassy.”


“Sir—”


“Don’t answer back!” shouted Jarl, murder-voiced.


The slavemaster quailed. Jarl kicked the goatskins again. Hard. Then, as a new shade joined the shadow-conference on the ground, turned to find himself facing Epelthin Elkin.


“I would be pleased,” said Elkin, in sour displeasure, “if you would be gentle with those bags. Within lie codicological treasures of antiquity considerable and value greater.”


“Which you should have left in Selzirk,” said Jarl.


“As I meant to say before anger distracted you,” said Elkin, “I am not from Selzirk but from Voice. I have tutored Sarazin through all the years he has spent here as hostage.”


“We have never met,” said Jarl.


“And the sky is blue,” retorted Elkin, by way of insult.


They glared at each other. Dislike at first sight! Jarl thought to speak his mind — but several slaves were in earshot. To natives of Voice, slaves were invisible unless misbehaving. Jarl, worrying lest they overhear, thus proved himself an alien.


“Come!” he said, striding away to the shade trees flourishing green at the edge of the Great Square.


Thodric Jarl was forty-four. Elkin, though much, much older, matched his pace. Once under the trees Jarl looked up and around, then, satisfied as to privacy, turned on Elkin.


“Know this, old man,” said Jarl. “I go north at Lord Regan’s hest.” That was all he could safely say of his commission from Lord Regan, who had actually recruited him as a spy. “Understand? You interfere with me, you could be dead by sunset.”


“I, too,” said Elkin heavily, “am commanded by Lord Regan.”


“What?” said Jarl, taken aback. “You? What use is a dodderer like you?”


This was unfair. Though ancient, Elkin was scarcely infirm. Grey-headed, yes (his hair pulled back and plaited into a single pigtail hanging almost to his waist) but upright. His mahogany skin walnut wrinkled, yet his bloodshot blue eyes sharp still — “a knife to undress a virgin” as the local bawdry had it.


“Well?” said Jarl, no reply being forthcoming from Epelthin Elkin. “Tell! What wants Lord Regan from you?”


“Allow me to think. Perchance the library of memory holds words rude enough to match the discourtesy of a Rovac warrior.”


“Etiquette cannot breed horses,” said Jarl. “We’ve few mounts and many leagues to cover, so you must ditch your rubbish.”


“You organised the horses!” said Elkin. “A sorry hash you’ve made of the job. I made my requirements known long in advance. If there aren’t enough horses—”


“I organised nothing! But nevertheless must straighten out our problems. You, for instance.”


The argument threatened to get out of hand, for both Jarl and Elkin were capable of displays of the most monstrous bad temper. But before they could provoke each other further, four leather-clad horsemen cantered into the Great Square.


“It must be the embassy,” said Jarl, for only foreigners like himself would wear iron-studded battle leathers in the Rice Empire, where the hides of brute beasts were thought unclean, and wearing such verged on obscenity.


Indeed, this was Selzirk’s embassy: Sarazin’s brothers Celadon, Peguero, and Jarnel, plus a prince of Chenameg named Lod. But, being crass young men with no sense of etiquette, they did not introduce themselves when Jarl and Elkin approached. Instead:


“Ho!” said Lod, in Galish. “Where’s this Sarazin?”


“Never mind that,” said Jarl, his own Galish equally shy of protocol. “Have you a pack horse spare?”


“Soldiers and baggage beasts await on the outskirts of town,” said Celadon. “But, before I say more — name yourself, old man.”


Celadon, then aged twenty, was looking directly at Jarl, who, from the majesty of his forty-four years, replied:


“Maturity is always old age to a young fool. But don’t talk of me as an ancient, boy, or I’ll bruise your arse with the flat of my blade.”


“The hair dates the man,” said Celadon, with affected carelessness.


“Thus I was born,” said Jarl. “Like the grey of my eyes it is common enough on Rovac, which is where I hail from. Would’st like to test age and honour at swordpoint?”


“Not with a nameless stranger,” said Celadon. “I myself am Celadon, son of Farfalla, who is kingmaker of the Harvest Plains.”


“Know that I am Thodric Jarl, son of Oric Slaughterhouse, blood of the clan of the bear,” said Jarl, sword-blood grim.


“Clan of the bear?” said Lod, laughing. “A bad-tempered bear, I warrant. Yet should we be the dogs to bait it? Pray, friends, are we not diplomats? ’Twould be rash to bloody the streets of Voice. And tragic to boot should some of the blood be our own!”


While Celadon and Jarl both had sword-sharp tempers, neither wanted combat. Celadon had been warned by his mother not to rape, maim or kill in Voice, and Jarl was hesitant to imperil his mission to Selzirk. Thus both apologised, albeit grudgingly. Then Lod again asked after Sarazin.


“He’ll be here soon,” said Jarl.


Wrong! For Sarazin was delayed saying goodbye to Jaluba, she of the pink lips and the bedroom eyes, she who was but sixteen years of age. In the interests of decency, the less which is said of their long goodbye the better.




CHAPTER TWO


Name: Sean Kelebes Sarazin (who will one day win himself the name Watashi). To his mother (in dreams and letters, for they have been parted for years) he is Sarazin Sky.


Mother: Farfalla, kingmaker of the Harvest Plains.


Father: Fox, a farrier of Selzirk.


Brothers: Celadon, Peguero and Jarnel (all Farfalla’s children); Benthorn (a half-brother sired by Fox on the washerwoman Bizzie).


* * *


When Sean Sarazin finally condescended to appear, Jarl berated him for wearing silks instead of battle-leathers, and for coming to the Great Square unarmed.


“Swords,” said Sarazin, in a cool, supercilious voice, “are banned from the streets of Voice.”


“I am armed!” said Jarl. “So are your brothers.”


“These sworders?” said Sarazin, eyeing the four leather-clad strangers with disfavour. “My brothers? Which are you?”


“I am Lod of Chenameg, sib of Chenameg’s heir, Prince Tarkal,” answered the youth Sarazin had addressed. “This is—”


“Introductions later. First, let’s get you dressed!”


Jarl’s command lacked legal force, but Sarazin, unable to resist his authority, was soon leather-clad and armed with the worth-rich blade of firelight steel given to him earlier that year by the Rice Empire’s Lord Regan. Meanwhile, Lod had fetched one of the embassy’s spare baggage animals.


“Good!” said Jarl, on Lod’s return. “Well, load up, mount up and let’s be off. I’m sick of pissing around.”


“We did have formal greetings from Farfalla to Lord Regan,” said Celadon. “After days on the road we did hope, indeed, to sleep tonight in proper beds.”


“Well, you’re shit out of luck,” said Jarl. “Lord Regan quit Voice days ago. Business in the capital demanded his presence. But he left me orders to ride for Selzirk immediately you arrived.”


“Surely Sarazin has friends who want to see him off,” said Lod. “Shouldn’t we at least await their arrival?”


“Oh, I farewelled my friends yesterday,” said Sarazin carelessly.


And, all lobbying for delay having failed, they left the fair city of Voice forthwith — with Sarazin downcast, for Lod had chanced on a sore point. Though legally a hostage, Sarazin had ever been Lord Regan’s pet, and hence popular always. But exile to Selzirk must inevitably end his influence with Lord Regan — so he had lately found himself unfriended. Except by Jaluba.


Ah, the luscious Jaluba, mistress of the thousand voluptuous perfumes, queen of the lubricous arts ...


Sarazin left Voice with her taste on his lips, her murmuring passion still hot in memory. He regretted this (surely permanent) parting, but told himself that, while Jaluba was fun, he was growing too old for idle fancies of the flesh.


— My career, that’s the thing.


For a full season he had indulged himself with dreams of ambition fulfilled. Now he planned — oh giddy thought! — eventually to make himself master of the Harvest Plains. His next woman would therefore have to be a princess of the Favoured Blood. He deserved — and needed — no less. But ... would she love him as Jaluba did?


Of course! How could any princess resist him? He was so elegant, intelligent, poised, talented and cultivated. A man of discretion, wise in the ways of the world — and a doughty warrior to boot.


Sarazin assessed his virtues thus as he rode in the front of the expedition where horsedust was minimal. He had taken the prime position as of right, for he planned to live by Lord Regan’s doctrine:


“They deserve the best who take it.”


There Jarl found him, and remonstrated with him, saying:


“Why were you late? I told you to be ready to move at dawn.”


“At sunrise,” said Sarazin, a dreamy smile on his lips, “I was warm in Jaluba’s arms.”


“That whore!” said Jarl.


“The most recent of my duelling scars,” said Sarazin, frowning, “was acquired when—”


“I know, I know!” said Jarl impatiently. “Some fool of a brag called Jaluba a whore so you took to your sword for her honour. Very well! But mark this — once you’ve left the Rice Empire you’ll find men don’t play such games of cuts.”


“An affair of swords is never a game,” protested Sarazin.


“Come!” said Jarl. “I saw you salt that little nick to make a better scar. Believe me, where we’re going you’ll get no scratches needing such enlargement. For duels in Selzirk are to the death.”


“Who says?” said Sarazin.


“Celadon. Your brother. We’ve talked already, while you rode dreaming of a bitch of a girl with cream in her cunt and perfume drenched from neck to arsehole.”


“You wrong her,” said Sarazin angrily, feeling that Jarl demeaned him by speaking so crudely of the flesh with which he had pleasured. “She is but sixteen, yet her soul is as subtle as her body is supple.”


“Not any old whore, then, but a desirable whore. But none the better for that! And you a fool to waste money on appetite.”


“You wanted her yourself,” said Sarazin, stung. “You begged for her favours. She told me! But she found you unworthy.”


“Ah!” said Jarl, unruffled by this revelation. “I bet the bitch giggled when she said it. Then bit you for passion with her sharp little teeth. So you thought her in love with you, then emptied your purse on account of it.”


“A woman cannot live on air, any more than a horse.”


“Right! Neither can I. Hence fled from her prices extortionate. After all, meat is meat, and liver goes cheap at the shambles.”


“You’re gross,” said Sarazin, disgusted.


“True,” said Jarl. “Cruel, coarse, gross and violent, steeped in the evil of the world, a master of murder, a lord of deceit. I’ve had five kinds of pox, the cures of which near killed me. Have you? I know the stench of a battlefield twenty days after defeat. Do you? I know—”


“Yes, yes,” said Sarazin. “You know the colour of every sunset for the last ten thousand years. I thought Elkin the elder, but find myself mistaken. Well then, speak, dear Master of the Depths of Ancient Wisdoms. Speak! I’m all ears.”


“No,” said Jarl, “you’re all cock, for such is the condition of your age. Very well. In Selzirk find yourself a gash then shaft it. But know what you pay for. You can buy flesh, but you can never buy love.”


“I know, I know.”


So spoke Sarazin, not daring to dispute the world’s ruling wisdom. Yet secretly he felt Jaluba truly loved him. After all, she had never asked him directly for money. Delayed payments would see her chiding her little dog for appetites which would eat them into ruin. But she had never soiled their love by bartering herself frankly for cash.


“Right, then!” said Jarl. “Don’t let whores bankrupt you. Watch your gambling, too. I know Lord Regan has covered your debts in the past, though he cursed you for a fool at the time. In Selzirk you’ll not meet with such indulgence from your mother.”


“I am her eldest son,” said Sarazin.


“Maybe. But she has the reputation of being the hardest woman in all of Argan. Which is only to be expected, for a woman must be twice as tough as a man to win half the respect.”


“You say.”


“I know! Just as I know you’ve every chance of ending up face down dead in the Velvet River. In Voice, privilege has protected you from life’s harder lessons. You’ll have no such protection in Selzirk. So remember: don’t drink with strangers, don’t gamble with strangers, don’t—”


“When is this lecture going to finish?” demanded Sarazin.


“When I’m satisfied you can walk the streets of Selzirk for a day and a night without losing your head,” retorted Jarl.


He was not satisfied for quite some time.


* * *


Jarl, frustrated by the slow-paced baggage-animals, refused to allow a halt for lunch. Nobody was game enough to challenge him. With lectures finished, he grilled the foreigners about life in Selzirk, and it was long before Celadon was free to satisfy his own curiosity about Sarazin, who was weary and saddle-sore, unused to riding so far without a break.


To his surprise, Celadon found his kinsman had great difficulty speaking their native Churl. They therefore conversed in the Galish Trading Tongue.


“You’re glad to be free again, doubtless,” said Celadon.


“I suppose I am,” said Sarazin cautiously.


A career as a royal hostage was the only life Sarazin knew. He had enjoyed it. After all, he had always had good food, fine clothes, ready cash and comfort; his wit had won applause at parties; he had hunted, hawked, trained with the sword, visited the theatre, slept with courtesans, flirted with girlfriends and dabbled in scholarship.


He had lived, then, as a man of good breeding should. From the warnings Jarl had given him, he suspected life in Selzirk was going to be a shock to the system. But, he thought, forewarned is forearmed. Then realised Celadon was talking to him.


“... which might be fun.”


“What might be?” said Sarazin.


“Weren’t you listening?” said Celadon.


“Brother,” said Sarazin, “your speech is so fair it warrants a second hearing.”


Such graciousness would have won him instant pardon amongst the sophisticates of Voice. But Celadon spat, then muttered something uncomplimentary in incomprehensible Churl. They were not getting off to a good start.


“I was talking,” said Celadon, as Peguero and Jarnel rode up alongside them, “of the pleasures open to free men. It can’t have been pleasant living as a prisoner.”


“It’s been a tolerable life,” said Sarazin, diplomat enough not to confess that he wished himself a captive still. “I’ve had my studies, my sword-work, my poetry.”


“Poetry?” said Celadon. “Dry stuff, dry stuff! The soldiering life, that’s the thing!”


“You speak of war?” said Sarazin.


“Oh, a little hand-to-hand is fun on occasion,” said Celadon. “But a little’s enough for a lifetime, thank you very much. It’s the career which matters.”


In fantasy, Sarazin had oft imagined winning glory with his sword. Leading armies into battle. Raising his standard on fields of victory. If he was fated to war, he was sure he would love it. And would do brilliantly. But to be a professional soldier in peacetime? That, surely, was a dull, narrow life.


“Pray tell the merits of this ... this career,” said Sarazin.


“Comradeship,” said Celadon, without a moment’s hesitation.


“He means,” said Jarnel, forgetting, in his enthusiasm, to speak Galish, “we get together every night and get pissed as newts.”


“Pissed?” said Sarazin, struggling to make sense of Jarnel’s Churl. “Newts?”


All three of his brothers laughed.


“Drunk,” said Peguero. “He means we get drunk.”


“Oh,” said Sarazin. “I’ve been drunk once or twice myself.”


“Well, when you join us in the army, you can get drunk every night of the year,” said Celadon.


“Why should I want to do that?” said Sarazin.


It was an honest question which sought a straightforward answer. But his brothers merely laughed.


“We’ll take you to the recruiter as soon as we hit Selzirk,” said Peguero. “You’ll be bedded down in the cavalry barracks that very same night.”


Sarazin hoped Peguero was joking. If by chance he spoke in earnest, then he was out of luck, for Sarazin had no desire whatsoever to join the army, having decided that what interested him was the governance of the Harvest Plains.


He was Farfalla’s son, and Farfalla was the kingmaker, therefore — why should he not aspire?


* * *


Thus Sean Kelebes Sarazin met his brothers, departed from the cool and shady city of Voice (city of the thousand wines, the seven shades of laughter) and descended to the lowlands. Though it was but early summer, it proved uncommonly hot. The days were ruled by heat, dust and horseflies, while whining mosquitoes tormented fever-dreams by night.


On the dusty coastal plain, they picked up the Salt Road and thereafter followed it north. They met Galish kafilas, and, for the first time he could remember, Sarazin saw (and smelt) camels. To his surprise, they did not walk like horses, but instead moved both the legs on one flank simultaneously.


“Mammoths walk likewise,” said Jarl.


“Mammoths?”


“Beasts of the Cold West, like the elephants of Yestron, only with shaggy fur and greater tusks.”


“Oh,” said Sarazin, all eloquence lost to him.


In that time of bewilderment he saw and heard of many people, things and places all totally new to him. One such wonder was the blood-red battlements of Veda, ancient city of the sages. Epelthin Elkin spoke of miraculous artworks housed within — masterpieces by artists such as Aromsky, Keremansky and X-nox the Dissident.


“Did you train within the walls of Veda, then?” said Jarl, curious about the old scholar’s provenance.


“My training began at my mother’s knee,” said Elkin. “She taught me certain basics of politeness entirely unknown to the Rovac.”


“I said nothing impolite!” said Jarl. “Not this time, anyway. Are you ashamed of your breeding?”


“If you must know,” said Elkin. “I was born a bastard on Burntos. My mother was a kitchen wench. I was fathered, I suppose, by a soldier of the Landguard. I was but five when my mother moved to Narba, where I was raised as a scholar.”


“Your mother a skivvy, yet indulged you in scholarship?” said Jarl.


“There’s money in such in Narba,” said Elkin. “The scholars are scribes, accountants and translators for traders dealing with peoples as various as Orfus pirates and the master of Hexagon.”


Then, while Veda’s walls slowly receded into the distance, Elkin bored them at length with details of his doings in Narba.


As the free city of Veda lay by the shores of the Central Ocean on the border between the Rice Empire and the Harvest Plains, Sarazin was shortly in the motherland he had left at the age of four. It was low, dull, monotonous countryside, patchworked with fields worked by peasants from adobe villages.


In Voice, in the foothills of the Ashun Mountains, Sarazin had ever had the heights in view. He missed them. He was depressed and oppressed by the flatness, heat, dust and fatigue of their travels, by the nagging friction between Jarl and Elkin, by his brothers’ inane booze-talk and clumsy bawdry. He longed for cool water, mountain breezes, a plane tree’s shade and the prospect of an evening of intelligent conversation and sophisticated dalliance.


But dusk daily brought him the company of Thodric Jarl, who harassed him with questions.


“How many leagues have we come today? How many watering holes did we pass? That Galish kafila going south — was it battle-ready? What was its fighting strength? How many men could you quarter in this village? How many could this village feed? For how long?”


Nightly, Sarazin dreamt of dust, camels and muddy water holes; he woke every morning to regret the ever-increasing distance between himself and Voice.


— Ah, Jaluba! Will I ever see you again?




CHAPTER THREE


It is 4324 years since wizards and heroes made their famous Alliance. In this time the continent Argan has seen:







	1.

	The Long War, ending in the year 269 when the Alliance finally drove the monsters of the Swarms from Argan North;





	2.

	The building of the castle-guarded flame trench Drangsturm to protect Argan North against the Swarms;





	3.

	The Short War, ending in 374 when wizards defeated heroes and set themselves up as rulers of all of Argan North;





	4.

	The protracted power struggle which destroyed the Empire of Wizards, allowing smaller nations to arise in Argan.









* * *


As they neared Selzirk, regrets gave way to excitement. Soon Sarazin would be in the city where, after dreaming about it for years, he would have at last a chance of real power. Powerful foes would oppose his rise to the rule of the Harvest Plains, but at least he was guaranteed support from his mother. For surely Farfalla would approve his ambition once she learnt of it. Surely she would not want power to die out of the family with her death.


Surely not.


By the time they reached the confluence of the Velvet River and the Shouda Flow, some seven days after passing Veda’s bloodwalls, Sarazin was all eagerness. Just across the river lay the walls and towers of Selzirk the Fair, capital of the Harvest Plains, sovereign city of Argan’s most powerful nation.


Improvising a rite of homecoming, Sarazin dismounted, walked to the river’s edge — sun-cracked mud crunkling beneath his feet — knelt, cupped water in his hands, then drank of the mud-flavoured fluid. Closed his eyes. Let hot sun beat upon his eyelids. Committed the moment to memory. Straightened up. Stood. Saw a corpse leisuring downstream, a gash-beak black crow as banquet-class passenger. And laughed with sudden joy, feeling his youth, his strength, his life.


Again he scanned the riverdistant city, seeking landmarks. In the eastern (upriver) quarter rose an ancient wizard castle, now Farfalla’s palace. Nine towers it had. Those of the eight orders of wizards were sealed against trespass by magic, but the gatehouse keep, an extraordinary tower soaring seventy storeys skywards, was at Farfalla’s disposal. He could also see the High Court, a modern building (a mere three hundred years old) rising clear of the palace battlements (which were, if he remembered his lessons correctly, some four storeys high).


Sarazin smiled, then walked back to his horse. Then noticed his brothers staring at him. But it was Lod of Chenameg who spoke.


“It was nice knowing you, Sarazin my friend, but I fear I’ll know you no longer. To drink from the Velvet River means certain death by nightfall.”


“Gah!” said Sarazin, in a rare display of perfect idiomatic Churl.


But his brothers chaffed him about his recklessness until it was time to board the slave-powered ferry for the trip north to the city of his destiny. Once aboard, Sarazin did not sit. It was too crowded, there were no seats — and his buttocks were raw from the saddle. Padded with greasy raw wool he had managed to ride — but only just.


Lod continued to josh him about drinking riverwater. Had he really made a bad mistake? He thought to ask Jarl about it — but Jarl had vanished. Sarazin, desolated, feared him gone for good. Thus it happens in legend. The old swordmaster trains the youth who is fated to dare all on a perilous quest for power or treasure. Then the master dies, retires or vanishes, leaving youth to battle unaided against the evil wizard, the red dragon, the pit of claws, the halfelven enemy or whatever it is.


Momentarily, Sarazin was half-convinced he had indeed embarked on a life of legend. After all, he had always known he was meant for great things. But, as he realised in a moment of utter panic, he was far from ready to dare such a destiny unaided.


* * *


Thodric Jarl, hemmed in by horses, heaped baggage and a rabble of peasants, dourly pondered Sarazin’s chances. Jarl’s good advice, thrice repeated, might save him from a few of early manhood’s egregious errors. But Selzirk’s politics would probably prove lethal.


While Sarazin lived, Jarl had an easy living. He would draw a spy’s pay from the Rice Empire, and might win some position in Selzirk itself. But when the boy died? He’d manage, but... he was getting too old for new cities, new languages, new beginnings. At age forty-five — yesterday had been his birthday, and, while he had mentioned it to nobody, he was keeping count — he wanted to settle down. He had seen all, had done all, and had been everywhere. Long ago.


— Voice was good. The same again would be more than enough.


Yes. A quiet life, a steady routine and good pay. The soft years in Voice had been the best of his life. He had been furious when Lord Regan had ordered him north with Sarazin.


— When Sarazin dies, what then? Rovac, maybe?


No. Though Jarl oft toyed with notions of returning home to Rovac, far west in the Central Ocean’s wastelands, he knew such thoughts were idle. In youth, he had made eighty-nine death-feud enemies amongst the Rovac, for his temper had been formidable even by the standards of those formidable mercenary killers. Plus he had known, all too well, how to hold a grudge.


Some of those enemies would doubtless be dead by now; others, like the accursed oathbreaker Rolf Thelemite, would never dare show themselves in Rovac. But enough would remain. If Jarl went home, it would be killing for certain. Worse, amongst those who would go against him with sword, there would be some he longed to count as friends.


— We quarrelled over nothing when we were young. But then, that is youth, isn’t it? And I had no mentor to teach me better. I had to learn everything the hard way.


Nearby, Elkin was complaining. His foot had been trodden on.


“Why don’t you get some boots?” said Jarl.


“Because,” said Elkin, who had worn open-weave sandals throughout their journey, “I hate the smell of dirty socks.”


What was Elkin’s mission in Selzirk? Had he truly come north at Lord Regan’s command? If so, did the Rice Empire’s ruler want him as just one more spy in the city? Or as what? Who would know? Not Sarazin, that was for certain. He knew nothing — not even that Jarl was coming north as a spy.


— My lord perhaps plays a deep and subtle game. But what game? Logic may tell, for I know power by face and backside both. Perhaps Lord Regan reserves the truth to test my powers of divination. Mayhap the mystery is a test.


* * *


“You’ll love Selzirk,” said Lod. “Why, its very brothels are grander than my father’s palace in Shin.”


“Shin?” said Sarazin.


“Chenameg’s capital,” said Lod, with amusement. “Have you not studied the world? I thought this Elkin lettered you.”


“Many years have we spent in scholarship,” said Sarazin. “We have studied languages, philosophy, botany and poetry.”


“Ah,” said Lod, “but now you are out and about in the world, you must learn your geography.”


And he launched into an impromptu disquisition on the Chenameg Kingdom. This Sarazin ignored, having found Lod to be a fanciful fellow, given to extravagant embroidery of any truth unfortunate enough to fall to his possession.


“Here we are,” said Lod, as the ferry came alongside one of the wharves of Jone, the dockside quarter. “What are you staring at?”


“There’s a hole in the wall!” said Sarazin, outraged.


True enough. A section a hundred paces long was missing from Ol Ilkeen, the outer battle-wall of Selzirk.


“That is no hole,” said Lod. “That is but the river gate. In time of war the gate wardens will close it with heaps of horseshit and such.”


“This is scandalous!” said Sarazin.


“A military obscenity, perhaps,” agreed Lod, “but this is no time to be prudish. You’ve other things to think of. Soon you’ll see your mother. Your brother Benthorn, too. How long since you saw him last?”


“Pardon?” said Sarazin.


“Benthorn,” said Lod. “When did you see him last?”


How embarrassing! Were Chenameg’s sons entirely ignorant of etiquette? Knowledge of Benthorn had reached Sarazin even in Voice; he knew well enough the fellow was a hunchbacked moron who worked on a dung cart and was reputed to be both an atheist and a child molester.


“Aren’t three brothers enough?” said Sarazin, hinting to Lod that he should drop the subject.


“Do you jest?” said Lod. “Or do you mean to disown Benthorn?”


“Oh, him,” said Sarazin, seeing Lod was not to be deterred. “He’s but a half-brother. In any case, how can I own or disown him when I know nothing of him? I was but four when I was taken from my mother’s arms to be exiled as a hostage.”


“Then I’ll tell you what I know of him,” said Lod.


But Sarazin was spared this further embarrassment, for the loading ramps of the ferry were in place, and conversation became impossible in the chaotic imbroglio as travellers, peasants, soldiers, horses, dogs, pigs, chickens and baggage were disembarked.


Sarazin was scarcely off the ferry when he was separated from his brothers, his horse, his tutors. His brothers could fend for themselves — but his steed?


“My horse!” he cried. “It’s gone!”


“Relax,” said Lod. “Celadon’s got your horse. Let him worry it to the palace. We’ll be there on foot before him. Come — the press will ease once we’re clear of the wharves. But guard your purse!”


“My purse? Ah — that’s gone already! No matter. It held but a bent bronze triner.”


True: the last of Sarazin’s cash had been spent in Voice buying favours from Jaluba, she of the passionate lips, the gauze-veiled (and sometimes unveiled) breasts.


Already Lod was hustling Sarazin onward. Despite Lod’s predictions, the crush grew no less once they cleared the wharves. Sarazin was shocked by the heat, stench and crowds of the city in summer, by the ill-mannered jostling, the hawkers bawling in Churl, the inordinate amount of dung on the streets.


“Tell me,” said he, pressing himself against a wall as three dozen muck-stained heifers shouldered past with a clatter of hooves, “is there no law against herding cattle through Selzirk?”


“There are laws against all dung-dropping animals,” said Lod, “not discounting our noble servant the horse. But none such can be enforced, for our rulers fear the wrath of those who love dogs. Those irrationals would rise in rage, if not in revolution — and who could tell where that would end?”


Sarazin thought this nonsense, but had already learnt not to expect logic from Lod.


“Are there laws against trees, too? And outdoor cafés? I see none such, though this is surely the weather for dining alfresco.”


“Trees?” said Lod, highly amused. “Trees would go for firewood. As for tables and chairs! Outside? In daylight? They’d not last a morning. Taverns and theatres alike have bouncers at the door, not just to keep people out but to keep their furniture in. Come, friend Sarazin. Onward!”


Soon they shouldered into the intolerable crush at Kesh, a gate-tower chokepoint at the junction of the Four Worlds of Selzirk. Here people poured into a courtyard from gates opening to the quarters of Jone, Santrim, Unkrana and Wake. Locked in by sweat and shoulders, Sarazin felt his feet leave the ground.


“Lod?” he said. Then shouted: “Lod? Lod, where are you?”


The crowd convulsed, squeezing his ribs. He was being choked. Crushed. Cracked like a dove’s egg in a blacksmith’s vice. Jarl had warned him of a thousand things. But never of this. He was going to die, strength helpless, weapons useless. He tried to scream, but could not. And he would not have been heard in the uproar.


Then the crunch-crush crowd collapsed, broke up, eased out. He gained, gasping, the freedom to breathe. His feet touched the ground, he saw daylight, he blundered towards it. Then was pushed, shouldered, buffeted, sent staggering by the on-bustling crowd. Stepped in something soft which sklished beneath his boot. His dung-greased boots slipped, slid, almost sent him sprawling.


He won his balance. And gained, at last, the freedom of a quiet sidestreet where he could breathe in peace. There was bright blood splashed on his swordhand’s thumb-knuckle where skin had been backpeeled by collision. He put it to his lips. Kissed the red stuff. Sucked, and was comforted.


* * *


“Sarazin!” said Lod, slapping him on the back. “I thought I’d lost you. Welcome to Santrim. You know the city’s layout? Your mother’s palace is—”


“I know all about that,” said Sarazin, cutting him off. “Give me credit for something, at least.”


“I do, I do,” said Lod, with a careless wave of his hand. “For being the consort of clouds, the friend of dragons, the—”


“Give it a rest!” said Sarazin, who was tired, disorientated, and fed up with the low-grade verbal pyrotechnics which Lod thought of as wit. Lod took no offence. He had already spotted his next source of excitement.


“Look,” he said. “There’s a dung cart.”


“We do have dung carts in Voice, you know,” said Sarazin. “Even though dogs, pigs, sheep and oxen are banned from the streets of that city.”


Nevertheless, Lod danced up alongside the horse-drawn dung cart to chat to the fellow who followed it, pitchfork in hand. 


“Sarazin!” cried Lod. “Come here!”


“Why?”


“I want you to meet someone,” said Lod, grinning.


Sarazin feared this must be his half-brother Benthorn. Very shortly, as they were introduced, Sarazin realised he was right.


“Pleased to meet you,” said Sarazin, clenching his right fist: not to kill but to greet.


This ancient rite, though still practised in Voice, had near fallen out of memory in Selzirk. But Benthorn had studied both past and present upper-class mores in detail, for he had an intense interest in power. So the brothers, to Lod’s evident amusement, touched fists in the old manner. As skin grazed skin, Sarazin visioned his father Fox sweating over the woman Bizzie, shaft sunk to the hilt in her gash, his breathing harsh, summer’s sweat beaded on his brow. The reek of an overloaded chamber pot hot around them.


— That happened.


When Sarazin had been eight months in the womb, something like that had definitely happened, causing the first rupture between Farfalla and Fox. While those two had gone on to produce another three sons, the breach between them had never been entirely mended: and they were now estranged.


How had Bizzie gained her hold over Fox? Sarazin had no idea. But here was evidence of their liaison: passion’s most unromantic child, the dung-smelling Benthorn with his fat, sweaty face. Sarazin tried to get his measure, but found himself struggling just to understand his Churl. Realising this, Benthorn took the lead and switched to Galish. It made no difference. Sarazin — tired, dizzy, faint — was incapable of character analysis.


While Lod had rightly guessed that Sarazin was shamed by Benthorn’s very existence, Sarazin was too well-bred to display his distaste for his half-brother and his work, the pestering flies, the heavy smell of high-heaped dung. He even commiserated with Benthorn when he learnt of the heavy taxes levied upon dung carts.


“A foolish policy,” said Sarazin, “when the city streets are knee-deep in excrement. I will talk to my mother about it.”


“Farfalla would doubtless order change if she could,” said Benthorn, “even though all levies on dung carts are hers by law. But change in this case is impossible.”


“Why so?” said Sarazin.


And was taken aback when Benthorn responded by shouting:


“Get away, you!”


But Sarazin’s half-brother was merely scaring off some street urchins who were raiding his dung cart for ammunition for gang warfare. Benthorn went on to explain:


“Brother mine, the dung cart tax is enshrined in the Constitution. Before then, anyone with a mule and a pair of wheels could afford to enter the manure business. Carts in hundreds crowded the city. Their owners formed factions which warred with each other. The Framers thought high taxes might diminish a menace which threatened the very foundation of law and order.”


“But the Constitution was written thousands of years ago,” protested Sarazin. “Times have changed.”


“Yet the Constitution itself can never change,” said Benthorn, “for it is the foundation of our world. To talk otherwise is treason.”


“And to think otherwise?” said Sarazin. “Is that treason?”


“That,” said Benthorn, “is a subject worthy of discussion.”


“But not now,” said Lod, who had lost interest in the conversation since the half-brothers had failed to amuse him by baiting each other. “Come, let’s be going. Sarazin has urgent business at the palace.”


“I’ll see you around, then,” said Benthorn, lapsing into Churl.


“What?” said Sarazin.


“He means,” said Lod, in Galish, “that you’ll meet again.”


“I’m sure we will,” said Sarazin.


At least Benthorn was not — contrary to rumour! — a kyphotic imbecile. Maybe he was even innocent of child molesting. Still, Sarazin never wanted to see him again. Right now, he wanted to meet the mother he had not seen since the age of four. The kingmaker. A Power in the land: consecrated in sacred ceremony as one of the Favoured Blood, and therefore fit to rule.


As Argan’s peoples knew well, Argan’s nations must forever be ruled by nobles of aristocratic lineage. Only those of the Favoured Blood could preserve the world from revolution, anarchy, war absolute, or, worse still, democracy (a bizarre political perversion practised by the Orfus pirates of the Greater Teeth). Sarazin, as the son of such a noble, thought power should come to him as of right.




CHAPTER FOUR


Kingmaker: one selected for life by Regency bureaucrats to appoint regional governors (“kings”). The kingmaker derives great power from the Constitution — power only the Regency’s unanimous vote can restrict. Such a vote came early in Farfalla’s reign, leaving her as little more than a figurehead.


* * *


Sarazin’s letters had oft betrayed aristocratic pretensions suggestive of treasonable political ambition. Farfalla, shuddering to imagine her first-begotten’s fate if the Regency learnt of this, was dismayed to hear that Sarazin, intercepted at her palace gates by Plovey of the Regency, was coming to their reunion accompanied by that formidable bureaucrat.


“Tell Plovey I wish to see my son alone,” said Farfalla.


Her servants went. Told. And returned to say Plovey would have none of it.


“Delay them, then!” said Farfalla. “On any excuse, delay!”


A delay was contrived until Jarl, Elkin and Sarazin’s brothers had arrived. By then, Farfalla had packed her throne room with guards and servants, hoping this crowd of strangers would inhibit Sarazin, making him wary of speaking his mind.


— Gods! If he says too much to Plovey, he’s dead.


Fortunately Sarazin — weary, footsore, and tired of grappling with the complexities of Churl — had rebuffed that keen-minded bureaucrat’s diligent efforts to initiate a conversation. And, once brought into Farfalla’s presence, Sarazin behaved as noblesse oblige compelled him to: after exchanging formal greetings with his mother, he pleaded the case of his loyal retainers.


“My lady,” said he, in Churl only fluent because this was a much-rehearsed speech, “these are my tutors, constant companions of my captivity in Voice. This is Thodric Jarl, a Rovac warrior: my swordmaster.”


“What mention is made of me?” said Jarl in curt, loud-voiced Galish.


“Do you speak no Churl?” said Farfalla, in a Galish as good as his own.


“None,” said Jarl, “for till six days ago I had never set foot in the Harvest Plains.”


“Then my translator will render all which has gone before into a tongue you can understand,” said Farfalla. “Also, he will translate what is spoken hereafter.”


Jarl gave a low-sweeping courtly bow mastered years before in the city of Chi’ash-lan in the Cold West. As the translator set to work, Farfalla noted a tight smile on Plovey’s lips.


What did that smile mean? Fear? Quite possibly. And if Plovey feared friendship between a Rovac warleader and the kingmaker of the Harvest Plains he might act to end it. So Farfalla had best keep her distance from Jarl, lest her friendship prove his destruction. Only fools, slaves and criminals could safely befriend the kingmaker.


Belatedly, she realised Sarazin had resumed his speech:


“... is Epelthin Elkin, a scholar, who has tutored me most marvellously in the ways of words.”


Sarazin was praising Elkin at length. And Jarl? Lemons without sugar! The Rovac warrior had no love for the scholar. And Plovey? Fidgeting. Bored by Sarazin’s rhetoric. Hands furtively scabbing at an itch at his crotch. Then eyes ... shifting to Jarl.


Yes, Jarl worried him. The Regency feared assassins by night, riot by day. Coup, revolution, civil war. Thus any blade in Farfalla’s fee was a threat. But a scholar ... ? No. So it was safe to grant Elkin whatever was in her boon. Giving much to Elkin and little to Jarl would widen the gap between those two.


— But that’s not my problem. I want Jarl left alive. I might have use of him in future.


Sarazin was concluding.


“... therefore ask you to grant what you can to these two who have been so loyal for so long with so little reward.”


Farfalla was decided, yet forced herself to make a show of hesitation. The less that Plovey saw of her ability the better. While she was thinking thus, Plovey caught her eye. Both, embarrassed, looked away. And Farfalla thought:


— He’s not fooled for a moment. He knows just how good I am!


He must. Unless there was a fool behind his facade of razor-sharp intelligence and unlimited efficiency. As they customarily did business “a step away from each other’s steel”, as the saying had it, she found it difficult to truly gauge his calibre.


Sarazin, disconcerted by Farfalla’s evident indecision, cleared his throat, as if to speak. But she held up her hand for silence, then delivered her judgment.


“The scholar Epelthin Elkin is welcome in the city of Selzirk the Fair. I, as kingmaker, chosen from the common people by the Regency, ruling in accordance with the Constitution, welcome him.”


Thus Farfalla reminded her son of things he surely knew already: unless ambition had led him to discount what he had been taught. She continued:


“Certain appointments lie within the gift of the See of the Sun. One such is the position of Archivist in—”


Horrors! She had forgotten the name of the place!


“—in the famous library of Libernek Square. This position carries a stipend of five sanarands a month. Accommodation for the Archivist is provided within the library itself; it is, if memory serves, at least adequate.”


Elkin bowed his head in gratitude, then said:


“My lady is as generous as she is beautiful.”


Farfalla smiled on Elkin, for, while she governed herself severely, she allowed herself this one luxury: to accept all compliments to her flesh at face value. She let her smile last to the limits of the allowable, then turned to Jarl.


“Truly,” said she, “as a mother, I rejoice that my son has learnt the use of weapons. For the Constitution decrees that he serve with the army of the Harvest Plains. No other future lies open to him. His doom is written in the law, and rightly so.”


What could be more plain than that? Farfalla was telling Sarazin, and in public, exactly what he could expect. Though he must have known as much before.


“So,” said Farfalla, “while Thodric Jarl has taught Sarazin in exile, now the army will provide his military education.”


She kept her voice cool, controlled. As a mother long deprived of her eldest child, she longed to sweep him into her arms, to hold him, to laugh, to weep. But she forbade herself such public display, thinking him safer if the Regency believed a breach to exist between mother and son.


Thus Farfalla, when saying “my son”, found it politic to use the neutral “yo chorol”, literally “my child-male”, instead of the words of love and passion: “yo sovrol”, “my womb-male”. Her phraseology made her sound cold, remote, analytical.


Sarazin did not wonder at this, for his rudimentary grasp of Churl left him incapable of following the nuances of Farfalla’s speech. In fact, as he saw no point in bending his brain without cause, he had stopped listening to Farfalla: he attended instead to the translator rendering her words into Galish.


Would this audience never end? He was finding the throne room too hot and too cold by turns, and once he felt quite dizzy and the whole world wavered before his eyes. Despite his saddle-chafed backside, he longed to sit down. He hoped, desperately, that he would not disgrace himself by fainting.


Meanwhile, Farfalla, having lectured on the sterling service rendered to the state by the sons of kingmakers who had entered the army, returned to the future of Thodric Jarl:


“... therefore, as my son’s training is spoken for, he no longer needs a mentor such as Thodric Jarl. However, the Watch has lacked a properly qualified Master of Combat these last five years.”


She paused. Jarl, on hearing her words translated into Galish, said suspiciously:


“Why should a good job go begging for so long?”


“Because,” said Farfalla, offended by his ingratitude, “by law a prerequisite for the job is military experience, but, thanks to an enmity between the Watch and the army which is as ancient as it is senseless, no soldier will take the job on retirement.”


“On retirement?” said Jarl. “Is this an old man’s job?”


“An experienced man’s job,” said Farfalla, now close to losing patience with him. “The pay is five ilavales a month.”


If Jarl ran true to form, he would now object, since Elkin’s job would pay five pieces of gold, whereas Jarl would draw but five of silver. He did object. But not on account of the size of his reward.


“The ilavale,” said Jarl, “is a coin of the Confederation of Wizards. I am of the Rovac, as you know. Is it any secret that there is a feud of long standing between wizards and Rovac? Why then name my pay in such coinage? Do you seek to insult me?”


Farfalla, ignorant of any such feud, wondered whether she was meant to smile at this extravagance. Then realised the man was serious. Gods! As if there weren’t enough real problems to worry about ...


“The honour of Rovac is legendary,” said Farfalla drily. “Yet in recent years the inflation of Selzirk has been finding its own place in legend. The debasement of our coinage has worsened this inflation. Some nine years ago, the Regency in its wisdom decided to denominate all state salaries in hard coinage.”


“Wizard coinage,” said Jarl.


“The coinage of trade,” said Farfalla smoothly. “Rest assured, however, that you need not take such into your hand. Triners, ilavales and sanarands do but measure official salaries, which are in fact paid in our local coinage at the prevailing rate of exchange.”


Jarl, already regretting his outburst, protested no further. The ancient enmity between wizards and Rovac was a matter unfit for public discussion. He apologised for his outburst with surprising graciousness, and, after a handful of spurious speeches from a variety of officials, Farfalla was able to bring the audience to an end. Plovey then insisted on taking Sarazin to meet certain key members of the Regency.


Farfalla, exhausted by the ordeal of the audience, sat back in her throne. Shortly, her translator came to her, looked around for eavesdroppers, then said:


“My lady.”


“Yes?” said Farfalla.


This had better be good. She was in no mood for idle gossip.


“I heard your Sarazin at word with the old man Elkin before Plovey bore him away. He questioned his future in the army. Did Elkin believe your claims true? That was what he said. Also—”


From the translator’s tale, Farfalla knew her efforts had been in vain. She had laid it on the line for Sarazin. But it had gone in one ear and out of the other. And now her son was with that monstrous Plovey, alone and unprotected. What indiscretions would he commit before she could retrieve him?


— Gods! We’ll be lucky if he lasts ten days.




CHAPTER FIVE


Bizzie: Farfalla’s wench; wife of Hof-Gof the ostler; mother of Sarazin’s half-brother Benthorn (sired by the farrier Fox). She is big-built, red-faced and bustling, and has (this is not idle slander but incontrovertible fact) an unfortunate taste for strong drink.


* * *


While Farfalla feared disaster, luck favoured Plovey’s innocent companion with an attack of diarrhoea, soon followed by nausea and vomiting. Giddy, pale and sweating, Sarazin was returned to his mother, who put him in Bizzie’s care.


“You have the river-fever, love,” said Bizzie, bustling him into a bed.


But Sarazin understood her not, for the first victim of his mounting delirium was his access to Churl. By dayfail, his body was fire, his sheets sodden with sweat, his world a babbling torment of gloating claws. In the torrids of fever, he oft spoke of Jaluba. When Farfalla joined Bizzie’s bedside vigil late that night, Sarazin was troubling after his whore in speech rank with lust: coarse speech of the questing cock. Fortunately, the Rice Empire’s Geltic was entirely unknown to Farfalla.


“My son,” said she. Or meant to say. For her tongue stumbled, and what she said was: “Fox.”


“Shall I fetch him?” said Bizzie. “ ’Twould be a sin to let the boy die unseen by his father.”


“No,” said Farfalla, lighting another taper to supplement the single bedside candle. “Fox is banned from the boy’s presence. He knows it, too.”


While Fox still worked in her palace as a farrier, she had banished him from her life, her thoughts, her dreams. So why did his name still haunt her tongue?


“My lady,” ventured Bizzie, “if someone is to be punished, may it not be me? For, to be sure, ’tis cruel to you and him alike to cut him away entirely.”


“Fox is banned as a matter of policy,” said Farfalla. “Not as punishment. Flesh is what flesh is, and men are made as men are made. And women, too. It is his advice I must fear, and the boy also.”


“He means well,” said Bizzie.


“I know, I know,” said Farfalla. Then: “It’s too late at night to talk politics. It suffices to say the man is dangerous.”


Dangerous indeed, for his political passions were strong, to say the least. All too clearly he saw the wrongs of the world: and urged the world to action. Often in the past he had forced Farfalla to act. In the cause of justice, true. But by doing his will Farfalla had provoked the Regency into passing the unanimous vote necessary to take away most of her power. If she yielded to him again, she might lose her life.


— And his. And my sons’ lives. He talks as if life was well lost for a cause. But can a cause laugh or cry, breathe or feel?


Sarazin moaned. For luck, Farfalla ran her hand through the flame of one of the candles, slowly enough to feel the heat yet too quickly for flesh to burn.


Then touched Sarazin’s forehead. Felt the protest of his scorched flesh. Stooped, and kissed. Salt on her tongue. His skin hot, unyielding, tight against the skull. But the width of a blade separates life from bone. Unwashed from his journey, he still stank of sun and horses. And piss, shit and vomit.


— Like a baby.


Child born in the years of her hope, the years of her love, when Fox had outshone the very sun. She had been young, strong, perfect. Alive in a world where all things were possible for her. And now?


“Don’t cry, my lady,” said Bizzie, touching her by way of comfort. “Don’t cry. I spoke of death but I doubt he’ll die.”


“Don’t worry about me,” said Farfalla. “Worry about him. I wish we had healers of worth in this city.”


“There was a pox doctor at your gates but recent,” said Bizzie. “He was turned away by the guards, but I saw him well. A handsome young man, oh yes. The strangest green eyes! I thought the guard cruel to chase him away without hearing.”


“Perhaps,” said Farfalla indifferently.


She knew of no virtue in pox doctors, who were for the most part failed wizards or quacks more useless yet. As for her guards, they had orders to be ruthless, for all the world saw fit to beg at her gates yet her resources were but slender.


“You sleep now,” said Bizzie. “It’s not good for you to be awake and worried when you’ve work to do on the morrow.”


“I’ve work to do before I sleep,” said Farfalla. “Hunt out some help. We’re going to wash this boy then sponge him down to cool the fever. Clean sheets would not go amiss, either.”


“Yes, my lady,” said Bizzie.


Then bobbed her head and exited, leaving Farfalla alone with her son Sarazin. Delicately, she reached out and pinched a mosquito which had settled on his cheek. Plump with blood, it broke to a smear beneath her fingers.


She was alone in the room. Very much alone. A hot summer night. Airless. Hot candles burning. Flames silent, shading from yellow to red. A puckering of purple, a thread of smoke ascending. And heat, yes, heat and weight, blood breaking. The white-hot stars shivering on the horizon as she gasped.


— Fox.


She knelt by the bed. And she wept.


* * *


Fever racked Sean Sarazin for five days and five nights. Then receded, leaving him weak, troubled by persistent diarrhoea and a painful wheeze, and by hack-cough attacks which saw him gobbing up lumps of green and yellow phlegm. He was dismayed by his jellyfish limbs, his smoke-fogged vision. But even more dismayed to find his sword missing. It was valuable in itself, but all the more precious because it was the gift of Lord Regan. A royal gift.


“My sword!” he cried. “It’s stolen!”


“Hush,” said the red-faced middle-aged woman at his bedside. “Your mother has your weapon in her keeping.”


“My mother? What wants she with a weapon of war?”


“I know not, young master, for I have not the keeping of her will.”


“Who are you then?” said Sarazin.


“My name is Bizzie. Once your mother’s maid, but now yours.”


Sarazin turned away, feeling sick. Was this a joke? Bizzie was the mother of Benthorn, his half-brother. Why had Farfalla done this to him?


“Your mother has ventured a certain suggestion,” said Bizzie, laying her hand on Sarazin’s brow.


“To hell with her suggestions!” said Sarazin. “I want my sword! I want it now! Go and get it!”


But Farfalla kept the blade, not trusting him with anything so valuable. On revisiting his bedside she told him so explicitly:


“This city of sin owns many temptations. I’d not have you lose a great treasure to such.”


“You treat me as a child,” said Sarazin, all resentment.


“My father would not treat me thus.”


“Fox is not a party to this argument, and never will be. Fox is banned from your presence, and you from his.”


“You can’t do that!” said Sarazin.


“I can,” said Farfalla. “I do. I must. Fox almost lost his life through radical politics, and almost cost me mine. Because of the dangers of such politics you must never meet.”


As Celadon, Peguero and Jarnel accepted this ban, Farfalla did not believe Sarazin would do otherwise. Until now, Sarazin himself had never thought to seek out Fox, who was but a low-bred farrier. But, his curiosity piqued, he asked:


“What kind of man is he?”


“Fox? He’s ... his best is excellent. Strength, wisdom, humour. But then ... he has his moods. Black moods of anger when he ... he wrecks his own work.”


“Did he — did he take Bizzie in such a mood?” said Sarazin.


“You a man and you ask me that?” said Farfalla. “He took her because she was available and I eight months pregnant with you. Oh, I remember. I won’t forget. One of your feet must have been jammed beneath my ribs, because its reminder never left me. You were born in winter, I remember, and ...”


On and on she went, detailing Sarazin’s genesis. This he found intensely embarrassing. He could have discussed sexual intercourse easily, even with his mother, for there a man found power and pleasure both. But birth? No! To have been born: it was, really, demeaning. He was scarcely pleased to be reminded that he had been small and helpless, yolk-wet and toothless, a writhing bundle of hunger-bawling incontinence.


“... but I loved you, not least because you were my first. You cried when they took you, oh, you were so little, only four years old and you cried and cried, it near broke my heart, I cried myself for days ...”


This was a different woman from the one Sarazin had seen so far. Not the cold, hard, efficient ruler of the See of the Sun, but his mother. Who wanted him, who needed him, who had longed for him, who was unutterably lonely. Who embarrassed him. With her talk. With what she was. Big bones in her hands and her coarse-featured face. A wrestler’s neck, a washerwoman’s forearms.


Had she no modesty?


Surely only a peasant would talk so frankly of a bond of blood and milk. He had dreamed of a mother elegant, sophisticated and, above all, powerful. And had found instead this near-desperate woman who, it seemed, had nothing to give him. He was offended by the shapeless robes she wore, her unabashed physical strength, and her rude health — which was that of a well-fed peasant.


Farfalla talked long and late with Sarazin, who devoted his own efforts to concealing his shame. When at last she left him, he found his thoughts turning again to his father. Fox. He was intrigued by what he had heard. A man of dangerous politics.


— He sought to make himself emperor, perhaps.


Thus thought Sarazin, and resolved to seek out Fox as soon as he was fit to rise from his bed. Which, judging from the condition of his flesh, would be a little while yet.


* * *


While Farfalla won the day when Sarazin demanded the return of his blade of firelight steel, she could not always get her own way. For example: despite her objections, a team of army surgeons subjected her son to a medical. They listened to his chest and palpated his spleen without mercy; they thumped his knees with padded mallets and tweaked his ears with tuning forks; they smelt his urine, tasted his ordure, and drew a cup of his blood to weigh against an equal volume of water.


Having done all this and more they diagnosed, variously, malaria, consumption, hepatitis, pneumonia and Favlingskon’s disease; their prescriptions included a tincture of squids’ ink and basilisk gall, powdered unicorn horn to be taken with gold dust and deer velvet, carefully calculated doses of dwale and hemlock, tablets of chalk and oxidised iron, and disks of sun-baked kaolin (to be chewed slowly then swallowed).


“It is nonsense they talk,” said Bizzie, “for this is but the river-fever, which cures itself if it heals at all.”


Then that illiterate washerwoman showed her total ignorance of the wonders of medical science by throwing out all the prescriptions — even the most rare and valuable unicorn horn. She fed Sarazin upon honey, boiled skimmed milk, omelettes, and fresh placenta fried up with garlic. Slowly, he began to get better. So slowly, in fact, that the surgeons deferred his recruitment into the army indefinitely.


“Since science had failed your flesh,” said one, “I suggest theology. Pray to your god for a cure.”


“But I have no god,” said Sarazin.


This comment was widely reported, and brought Farfalla hastening to her son’s bedside. Once she had ensured their privacy she said, with unconcealed alarm:


“Are you an atheist?”


“Of course not,” said Sarazin.


Illness had made him irritable, and being accused of a foible as witless as atheism would have annoyed him even in days of health perfect.


“Yet you told the surgeons you were godless,” said Farfalla.


“I was passing an idle comment,” said Sarazin, “not lecturing on theology. As it happens, Epelthin Elkin has taught me of half a hundred gods all worthy of belief.”


Indeed, Elkin had taught Sarazin many subtle truths about theology. For example, that the gods themselves are subject to evolutionary forces, and, like plants and animals, change down through the ages. This of course explains why deities worshipped in ancient times are so different from those holding sway today.


Where now is the Horn? Where now is Ameeshoth? They, the First Ones, are gone. They are as dead as the snow dragon, once the strongest, wisest and most beautiful of all the dragon breeds, but now gone and forgotten except where arcanely knowledged by a few of the world’s greatest living scholars.


Sarazin, therefore, was immune to atheism, a distemper which afflicts only the smallest and narrowest of minds. However, thanks to his excellent education, he knew that the hierarchies of the World Beyond are so complex that anyone claiming absolute authority on religious matters is ignorant, deluded or bluffing. Thus it is difficult to be sure one has chosen the right god to worship, particularly since many low-grade demons can inspire visions, work miracles and so forth. Sarazin, wishing to prosper in the afterlife, was still shopping around.


He explained as much to Farfalla.


“Your concern for the afterlife must yield to temporal concerns,” said Farfalla. “Selzirk looks with suspicion upon atheists proven or suspected. You must declare for the sungod today.”


The sungod? A safe, middle-of-the-road choice. An austere, reasonably competent, fairly tolerant god who offered a choice of five different heavens. The sungod’s followers had to do something truly abominable to be sent to hell, and the sungod’s hell was, in any case, less threatening than most — it was a rainy day which went on forever.


“Why hesitate?” said Farfalla, all brisk efficiency. “This is a sure thing! The sungod is one of the Proven Deities, and a good-tempered deity at that. Cheap to worship, too. No need to burn incense, make sacrifices, chastise your flesh or cut off your nose. All you have to do is Declare yourself, then say a couple of prayers every time Midsummer’s Day comes around.”


“Yes, but,” said Sarazin.


“But what?”


“You spoke of temporal considerations. It’s precisely those which make me hesitate. You see, I want a god who will help me in the here and now. Everyone knows the sungod doesn’t go in for miracles.”


“Well, and what self-respecting deity does?” said Farfalla. “I’m sure Elkin’s taught you that most of the miracle-working gods only concern themselves with the World of Events because they are virtually powerless in the World Beyond.”


“That’s so,” said Sarazin. “But—”


“But nothing!” said Farfalla. “You Declare for the sungod today. Let me explain ...”


Then she detailed her long-standing struggle with the Regency, which, early in her reign, had produced the unanimous vote necessary to take away most of her executive powers. Since she now knew that her son was expert at forgetting things he did not care to remember, she made no apologies for telling him things he might well know already.


“... and ever more the Regency seeks excuse sufficient to impeach me. If impeached and convicted of crimes against the Constitution, then I will be executed, letting the Regency choose a more pliable puppet to be kingmaker.”


“How does my religion come into it?” said Sarazin, feeling it quite unfair that his mother’s past should burden his own future.


“Everything about you comes into it,” said Farfalla. “Not discounting the things you say in fever.”


“What things were they?” said Sarazin.


“I know not, for you spoke in a foreign tongue. But remember! From now on whatever you say, dreaming, drunk or in fever, may be used against you. And me! Say little, trust nobody, and steer clear of politics.”


“Will the sungod help mute me?” said Sarazin, bemused at the way his mother rattled on about politics when the question at hand was religion.


“If I conspire to establish a dynasty,” said she, as if he had not spoken, “to set a son of mine upon the throne of Selzirk, then that will be a crime against the Constitution. Political ambition on your part might well be seen as evidence of such conspiracy.”


“But religion ...?”


“All know the sungod approves of tradition, stability, the status quo. Once you Declare for the sungod, unlawful ambition on your part will immediately seem less likely, less believable.”


Under powerful pressure from Farfalla, Sarazin shortly converted to worship of the sungod. He felt cheated, feeling he deserved a god who could offer him more in the way of practical day-to-day power. This was his constant thought:


— I was made for better things. 


Others suspected his strong sense of entitlement. One such was Plovey zar Plovey, a career bureaucrat, spokesman for the Regency and one of the most powerful players in Selzirk’s politics. And one of the most dangerous.


“The young man looks to be a posturing fool,” said Plovey to his colleagues, “but he could yet be a danger to us.”


“Then you will arrange his destruction,” answered the colleagues in question.


“It will be,” said Plovey, “my pleasure.”


True. It would be a special pleasure if Plovey could destroy Fox and Farfalla along with their son. As his first move, Plovey took out the files which had provoked the unanimous vote by which the Regency had deprived the kingmaker Farfalla of most of her powers.


The files made it clear that both Fox and Farfalla had nearly been indicted on charges of high treason. However, three potential witnesses against them had committed suicide rather than submit to torture. The fact that Fox and Farfalla could command such loyalty made them very dangerous people indeed ...




CHAPTER SIX


Name: Thodric Jarl.


Birthplace: the islands of Rovac.


Description: world-weary man of 45, brusque in speech and manner; grey eyes, hair and bulky beard; always clad in battle-leathers; infallibly armed.


Status: a wanted criminal in Chi’ash-lan; a general on the Reserve List of the Imperial Army of the Witchlord Onosh Gulkan, lord of Safrak; blood-sworn enemy of the better part of a hundred men; a civil servant in the pay of two hostile states.


Career: soldiered in places as far afield as the snows of the Cold West and Tameran’s horselands. After many vicissitudes became combat instructor to the hostage Sarazin in Voice. This sinecure ended when the Rice Empire’s ruler sent him north to spy in Selzirk, where he got a real job of work as Master of Combat for the Watch.


* * *


Shortly after Jarl started his new job, he was approached by one of the Watch, Qid by name. As Jarl had learnt as yet but little Churl, they conversed in Galish. Qid began by noting that Sean Sarazin was ill, but would join the army on recovery.


“You think he should do otherwise?” said Jarl.


“Let me speak frankly,” said Qid. “Some of us in the Watch think the prince is meant for better things.”


The Galish Trading Tongue, a language fitted for commerce rather than courtly use, had no precise word for “prince”. So the actual term Qid used was “ral-gunth”, literally “power-born”.


Jarl, unversed in the intricacies of Selzirk’s politics, knew but the bare outlines of the game of power and influence in which the principals were kingmaker, Regency, army, law courts, guilds and temples, the Watch, the Secret Service, the Diplomatic Corps and the treasury. But he knew enough to say:
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